Parents may use several cues to assess offspring value; however, most studies of parental care have examined only one or a few cues, and often in just a single species. This approach has produced conflicting results, with limited generality, and it remains unclear which cues animals use to adjust parental care. We examined nest desertion in response to natural clutch reductions by predators to determine which of several cues female dabbling ducks use to assess offspring value. Of 3562 duck nests monitored between 1996 and 2001, 30.5% of clutches were partially depredated, of which females deserted 37.7%. Mallard, Anas platyrhynchos (N=754) and gadwall, A. strepera (N=221) females were more likely to stay with proportionately larger remaining clutch sizes, older clutches and nests with eggs missing rather than with eggshell evidence of depredation. The proportion of the clutch remaining had the greatest influence on the likelihood that a nest would be deserted, indicating that females assess clutch value primarily using the remaining clutch size relative to the initial clutch size. On average, females deserted nests when 37-45% of the clutch remained (3-4 eggs) and continued to provide care when 73-75% of the clutch remained (6-7 eggs). Nest initiation date was not an important cue influencing desertion. Northern pintail, A. acuta (N=33) females behaved similarly, although we could not determine which of several cues relating to clutch size they used because multiple models fit the data well. Our results indicate that several factors influence clutch value and that ducks are able to use multiple cues to finely adjust their level of parental care following partial clutch depredation.
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Parental investment theory predicts that parental behaviours are selected to maximize lifetime reproductive success, based on a trade-off between present and future reproduction (Williams 1966; Trivers 1972; Sargent & Gross 1985; Coleman & Gross 1991) . Parents should provide care for their current offspring only when the benefits of doing so outweigh the potential reduction in the parents' survival and future reproduction (Coleman & Gross 1991; Stearns 1992 ). Thus, parents should adjust their level of care when subjected to adverse conditions such as predation. For many birds, nest depredation is the single most important factor affecting fitness (Ricklefs 1969) , and investigations of parental care decisions made under the risk of predation have contributed substantially to our understanding of parental investment theory (review by Montgomerie & Weatherhead 1988) . Despite these advances, however, there still are few clear tests of the proximate cues animals use to determine when to continue or curtail parental care under natural conditions. Two approaches have predominated in studies of parental investment decisions made under the risk of predation. The first approach examines risk-taking behaviour by parents in defence of their offspring. Numerous studies have used behavioural observations of nest defence against model predators or humans simulating the risk of predation (Montgomerie & Weatherhead 1988) . However, methodological constraints may limit the utility of such approaches; for example, live predators and model predators (or humans) often do not elicit comparable behavioural responses from parents (Knight & Temple 1986) . A second approach has been to examine offspring desertion in response to a change in the expected benefit of current reproduction (e.g. partial
